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This paper attempts to add to the ongoing debate about the role of gender within youth work by presenting a ‘Lens Model’ which links the processing of information to the complex relationship between gender and young people’s everyday lives. It aims to assist practitioners and trainers to develop a more gender conscious approach to practice through a five-stage interconnected conceptual framework. The model is underpinned by clear value based principles that are complementary to core youth work principles such as valuing young people, empowerment, participation, inclusion, promoting equality and the challenging of oppression and restrictive stereotypes.
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Youth work in the UK and Ireland has a long history of attempting to understand how gender connects and impacts upon the lives of young people (see for example, Carpenter and Young, 1986; Youth Council for Northern Ireland, 1994; Tett, 1996/97; Lloyd, 1997; Spence, 1990; 2001; Harland and Morgan, 2003). Whilst there has also been acknowledgement of the need to bring clarity to our understanding of femininity and masculinity (Batsleer, 2006)  to date, a framework for gender conscious practice has been notably missing (YouthAction Northern Ireland, 2006).This article is not intended to provide an analysis of gender; rather it focuses on gender as a lens to promote the development of a more gender conscious practice within youth work. 

Introduction- youth and gender





 In the 1970s and 1980s feminism became an influential force in understanding the roles, identities, subordination and marginalisation of women’s experiences. The women’s movement resulted in a powerful body of sociological theory connected to understanding  persistent gender inequalities and to advancing agendas for overcoming them, therefore becoming  influential and largely responsible for increased opportunities for women in many spheres of society. However in the 1990s feminist thinking was progressively contested.  The resulting ‘backlash’ to feminist ideology and actions along with the growing hostility to feminism in popular culture gave the impression that feminism was no longer necessary as either it had gone too far or had achieved what it set out to do (Fauldi, 1992).





Living up to dominant images of masculinity can place immense pressure on men. Connell (1995) identifies what he calls ‘protest masculinity’ – a process whereby boys make claims to power when there are no real resources for doing so. In Northern Ireland particular attention has been given to the consequences for young males who adhere to narrow and unrealistic interpretation of masculinities. Powerful links have been made between how young males express their masculinity and wider societal issues such as violence, risk-taking behaviour, suicide, emotional intelligence and educational attainment. For example, the adolescent males in Harland’s (2000) inner city Belfast study presented two intrinsically complex realms of public and private experience. The public sphere was the space where they felt pressure to ‘be cool’ and appear confident and macho, believing it was primarily by ‘acting tough’ that men received status and respect.  They believed that males affirm their masculine identity by being dismissive of their emotional pain – often to the extent that they appeared ‘unemotional’ and intimidating to others. By withholding certain feelings and emotions in public these adolescent males believed they were expressing an important aspect of their masculinity – namely that men do not need support from others. Such emotional miseducation facilitates the suppression of emotions such as pain, fear, hurt, anger and frustration which can be detrimental to positive mental and emotional well being. The private sphere was where they thought about their anxieties and learned to cope with their inner feelings and emotions.  This synthesis on the construction of masculinity raises questions about the extent to which young males play a passive, rather than active role, in the making of their own masculinities. 

The evolution of gender conscious practice in Northern Ireland

Gender based youth work practice emerged in Northern Ireland during the 1970s (Harland and Morgan, 2003). Initially this began with young women within the context of a Youth Service that was being further resourced in reaction to the political conflict that had been prevalent since 1969 (Geraghty, et al, 1998). A major increase in funding designed to redress the political conflict resourced a youth service that largely focused on sport and recreation. One outcome of this was the formation of a youth service responding to the ‘assumed’ needs and interests of young men to remove them from conflict situations, subsequently rendering young women invisible (Harland and Morgan, 2003). Simultaneously, the civil rights movement and the emergence of second wave feminism resulted in activism aimed at engaging young women and challenging inequality. In response to this youth work with young women in Northern Ireland developed in the voluntary sector in agencies such as YouthAction Northern Ireland, were the environment was more open and encouraging to the development of practice underpinned by feminist principles such as empowerment, participation and challenging gender inequalities within wider society. 

Conversely, from the late 1980s literature identified the need for more effective approaches to work with young men. This had a direct influence on the thinking and development of work within Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK (Davidson, 1988; Cousins, 1988; Lloyd, 1997; Harland, 1997; 2001; Harland and Morgan, 2003). Central to developmental work with young men was a response to contradictions inherent within traditional notions of masculinity. There was a move away from a recreational focus and more attention was given to the mental health and emotional needs of young men (Trimble 1990, Harland and Morgan, 2003). 

Within Northern Ireland work with young women continued to develop and influence not only the youth service but also the impetus of work with young men. One key example of this was the establishment of a Work with Young Men Unit in 2000 to supplement gender focused practice within the Gender Equality Unit of YouthAction Northern Ireland. While these developments were largely complementary, the focus of work with young women and young men evolved separately and at times became competitive in regard to the priorities given to funding, policy and youth work practice. 

Defining gender conscious practice

YouthAction’s (2006) paper presents gender conscious practice as a cognisant attempt to engage young men and young women through processes that proactively address societal issues such as inequality and oppression and challenge restrictions they may encounter in their lives as a result of gender. The practice can take place with young men and young women in single sex or mixed sex groups with a gender specific focus. There are a variety of approaches and interventions utilised that directly challenge social norms about how young men and young women should live their lives. These interventions may include providing space for young people to explore and learn about their gender socialisation as well as their perceptions and attitudes; educating young people about historical impacts such as feminism and patriarchy; addressing the reality of young women’s and young men’s lives in preparing them emotionally and practically for a changing world in terms of female and male roles. Gender conscious practice challenges the status quo and systems which undermine the role and position of young men and young women. Whilst challenging the historical disadvantage experienced by women in the economic, social, political sphere and the continued inequality of women in society, gender conscious practice also acknowledges the changing role of young men in contemporary society and challenges the gendered expectations they continually face. The practice is confrontational as it disputes the validity of gender roles and stereotypes. It is painstaking as it deconstructs all that is known about femininity and masculinity. It is reflective as it continually promotes and challenges restrictive and harmful gender messages that perpetuate a culture whereby one person has advantage over another simply because of their gender

A model for gender conscious practice

Despite the fact that gender conscious practice has shown many benefits to young women and young men (YouthAction Northern Ireland, 2006), there still appears to be reluctance within the Northern Ireland Youth Service to take gender seriously as an important aspect of youth work curriculum.  The Youth Work Strategy (2005-2008) is the most significant co-ordinated and strategic framework the youth sector has seen to date. It refers to the development, implementation and review of particular strategies for encouraging participation by excluded and traditionally under-represented groups. The operationalisation of this strategy may have more explicit directed targets and action that specifically address equality issues relating to young men and young women.





	the need for a clear vision and strategic action plan for gender conscious work with young people;
	the production of academic literature, research and recording of gender conscious practice;
	the need for a team of trained workers demonstrating knowledge and experience to guide the strategic development of gender conscious practice;
	the need to incorporate gender conscious practice into all levels of youth work training;




The Lens model presented in this paper has been shaped and influenced by many years of gender based practice developed through YouthAction Northern Ireland’s evolving work with young women and young men, training and research at the University of Ulster Community Youth Work department and feedback from gender specific seminars with experienced practitioners jointly organised by the Northern Ireland Curriculum Development Unit, the University of Ulster Community Youth Work department and YouthAction Northern Ireland (2005). 
















1.	Level One requires practitioners to sharpen their vision towards a better understanding the multi-complex issues associated with living in a gendered society. 
2.	Level Two encourages practitioners to appreciate and see more clearly the ways in which a gendered society impacts upon the lived experiences of young women and young men in terms of identity, territoriality and culture.
3.	Level Three cultivates a deeper understanding of the ‘gendered self’ – that is gaining clarity to how our attitudes and values have been shaped and influenced by gender and how this affects how we relate to others.
4.	Level Four focuses in on how practitioners and trainers can purposefully engage young people through gender conscious practice. 
5.	Level Five is the core of the model as it orientates practitioners towards focusing more sharply on outcomes that result in personal, social and political transformation amongst young people. 

Each level is inextricably linked to the next and enables practitioners to see clearly which stage of the model they are functioning at any given time. It allows for a movement from surface learning to a deeper understanding within each level. Whilst the model requires that practitioners possess certain level of expertise, knowledge and skills, it accommodates the fact that practitioners and trainers may be at different stages in their personal development. The following discourse on the Lens Model is not meant to be a critique of theoretical debate on gender, rather it aims to highlight themes that may emerge or need to be understood and appreciated when addressing gender related issues with young people. 

Level 1: Understanding a gendered society. 
The first stage of the model encourages practitioners to focus on the complexities that coexist within key theoretical concepts of gender and how this impacts upon the construction of femininities and masculinities. This encompasses how gender roles have been determined by the systems and cultures in which we live. It includes exploration of power and powerlessness and how these can be manifested – i.e. through patriarchy, sexism, dominance and subservience and the public and private domains. Whilst women and men experience power and powerlessness in very different ways, both are inextricably linked to each other. Feminist critique has had a powerful influence in academic thinking. Feminists have formulated theoretical frameworks for understanding power and powerlessness and challenged the assumption that the social roles of men and women are given by biological reproduction. Feminism has also contributed significantly to the re-examination by men, and women, of studies focusing on men and masculinity. 

Whilst the oppression of women through male dominance in both public and private arenas continues to be widely studied and challenged through feminist critique, more recently arguments focusing on the negative consequences of male experience of power and powerlessness have come to the forefront of gender literature. Level one of the model is a means for those delivering gender conscious practice to be aware of these debates and provide a more focused context their work with young people. 

Level Two: Appreciation of the public and private worlds of young people:
Identity, Territoriality and Culture 
How a young person culturally learns about gender is a major informant of identity formation and social construction of what it means to be female or male. Understanding how individuals are socialised into accepting norms, values and behaviour are a central feature in level two of the model. This includes supporting young people to understand how the process of growing up transforms them into social beings whereby societal expectations become an intricate part of their identity formation. Consideration is given to the fact that young men and young women are given culturally assigned gender roles that are consistently reinforced throughout their lives. Negative consequences of this can be manifested in a variety of different ways for young women and young men and seriously affects the way in which young people present themselves to others in terms of identity, territory and culture. 

Level two of the model gives clarity to how narrow stereotypical gender expectations affect ways in which young men and young women present themselves in public and private spheres. This may mean challenging stereotypical beliefs such as ‘men shouldn’t show their emotions in public’ or ‘women are emotionally stronger than men.’  The main focus of this level is to elucidate how men and women have traditionally used public and private spheres and how this impacts upon youth culture, values and beliefs.  

Level Three: The ‘Gendered Self’ 
Level three of the model provides a tool for continuous self reflection and exploration of aspects of personal learning and development. Increased awareness of the gendered self lays the foundation for gender conscious practice and underpins and complements the generic skills used in working with young people. It can be extremely useful for practitioners to reflect upon areas such as growing up female and male and how the influences of family, church, education, employment, peers and community help shape your gendered self.  Reflective gender-conscious practice can happen in any setting and therefore seizes naturally-arising moments to encourage reflection. Reflection helps practitioners to better understand and challenge their own values and beliefs and relate this to their work with young women and young men. A gender-conscious worker, having already worked through their own gender socialisation and its influence upon their attitudes and values is in a stronger position to articulate their own gendered experience with young people. More importantly however, practitioners who bear these out in their own life and in their interactions with others have more congruence and empathy towards young people.  

The gender-conscious practitioner is therefore deliberate in their work with young people.   They are conscious of how they present themselves to others, their values and beliefs, how they plan their programmes and their interactions.  This is not to say that they are not ‘being themselves’. On the contrary, because they choose not to adhere to the stereotypes and gender norms established by society, they are possibly more ‘like themselves’ and demonstrate greater congruence. A conscious use of self can be either direct or indirect.  Direct use of self refers to an explicit challenge to the behaviours and language of others who promote gender stereotypes or gender inequalities. The indirect use of self calls on workers to live a gender-conscious life which questions the ‘gender norms’ of our society.  These behaviours can act as a role model to young people who are in contact with the worker over a sustained period of time. They can articulate their experience and their own values when necessary or appropriate. Personal reflection is not prescriptive. It can be generated through artificial situations (programmes designed with this purpose) or through organic situations naturally arising throughout regular discussions or activities.  

Level Four: Purposeful Engagement 
Purposeful engagement incorporates reflection on the individual, family, community and wider society. This is no different from educators who engage young people in reflective processes except that the reflections are gender specific and encourage exploration and challenges to societal gender norms. This necessitates a re-evaluation of how people, places, experiences, systems and institutions impact upon gender formation and gender expectations of others. Reflection as part of the process enables structural inequalities to be challenged and promotes life opportunities for young women and young men that they may not have chosen for themselves.  

Gender conscious practice or purposeful engagement takes place to a great extent within a single sex environment. We live in a society where there is constant interaction between young women and young men through family life, friendships, relationships, school, work and socialising.  The purpose of single sex work is to acknowledge that young women and young men have specific needs and issues that can be best explored in a single gender setting.  This is not to be divisive; rather it aims to support young women and young men to reflect on and challenge their experiences within a relatively safe environment. Whilst recognising the single sex approach we do not intend to exclude gender conscious practice within mixed sex environments. 

Regardless of whichever method is employed by the practitioner, purposeful engagement necessitates that, when engaging with young women and young men, the underpinning principles and possible outcomes of the intervention are clear.  In other words, it is by design rather than chance, that the engagement with the young person will have some outcome related to personal, social and political transformation. 

Level Five: Personal, Social and Political Transformation

Lessons from research and practice have shown that when workers adopt a gender conscious approach outcomes are much stronger (Lloyd, 1997; Spence, 2001; Harland and Morgan, 2003). Gender-conscious work requires a political, sociological and economic analysis of past and contemporary society. An understanding of the historical development of gendered roles and expectations raises awareness of the depth of issues involved.  A further understanding of contemporary society allows workers to understand the changing roles of men and women within economic, social and political life.  This gender analysis is required for the gender-conscious worker to provide young people with a clear sense of reality about the society within which they live and to prepare them for the negotiation of future gender relationships, roles and responsibilities. 

When gender conscious principles are applied to practice, what emerges is a gender conscious approach towards personal, social and political transformation of young people; capacity building; empowerment; collective action and social justice. Gender-conscious practice involves therefore more than simply an exploration of one’s own gender, but consciously moves into the realm of exploring the ‘other’.  The intention is to challenge the misconceptions of the ‘other’ that can lead to sexist or discriminatory attitudes and behaviour. It is particularly effective where there are different identities, whereby there is either explicit or implicit rejection by one group of the ‘other’.  The approach works on separating myth from reality, encouraging understanding of difference and acknowledging common features of both.  The next stage of this practice involves translating this into anti-sexist and anti-discriminatory behaviour.

Gender-conscious programmes are devised to address specific issues which arise from gender structural inequalities. Gender-conscious programmes challenge these structural inequalities using a three-pronged approach: Firstly, through raising awareness of the inequality; secondly, through providing young people with the skills to overcome potential barriers arising from the inequality; and thirdly, through motivating them, as individuals and as a group, to take positive action in addressing similar inequalities in their own lives. Agencies who deliver gender conscious practice may develop programmes such as: sexual health; assertiveness; single sex work; gender awareness; pre-vocational programmes for young mothers planning to return to work; programmes focused on young men and violence; young fathers; community development and citizenship; lobbying; consultation, capacity building and advocacy. 






The Lens Model presented in this paper has evolved directly from gender specific practice, training and research with young people in Northern Ireland during the past fifteen years. The model was conceived by the authors in response to the lack of clarity and residual confusion amongst practitioners in regard to the aims and purpose of gender conscious practice. The model provides a five-stage inter-connected framework which links the processing of information to the complex relationship between gender and young people’s everyday lives. It is a flexible and utilitarian model that can embrace historical and emerging gender themes and debates whilst accommodating new and progressive thinking. 

The model can be used by trainers to provide a contextual lens for practitioners and students to explore the concept of gender and the development of gender conscious practice. The model can also be utilised by practitioners to develop a more focused and strategic approach to their own culturally specific practice, whilst orientating towards more tangible and quantifiable outcomes for young people. Finally, and importantly, the Lens Model should not compromise the creativity or unique styles of practitioners, nor prescribe the issues that young people will raise in practice.   

The authors would welcome feedback on the model presented in this paper. 

The authors would also like to acknowledge the work of YouthAction Northern Ireland, in particular Martin McMullan Assistant Director, Eliz McArdle Team Leader in the Gender Equality Unit and Michael McKenna Team Leader Young Men’s Unit. . 
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